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‘I think what is British about me is my feelings and awareness of others and their situations. We don’t interfere. If we are heartbroken, we don’t scream in your face with tears … we go home and cry on our own.’

Michael Caine, actor

‘Heroes are not giant statues framed against a red sky. They are people who say: this is my community, and it’s my responsibility to make it better.’

Tom McCall, former governor of Oregon

‘I hope people can realise how far mankind can sink if they are not careful. Why is there so much hatred? It’s something that I just don’t understand. We don’t choose our life, but we can choose whether we hate others.’

Corporal Ian Forsyth, wireless operator with the 15th/19th King’s Royal Hussars, among those who followed Herbert Kenny into Belsen. Died 2021, aged 97

‘We are not responsible for the past, but we are responsible for what we choose to remember and what we choose to forget.’

Kim Ati Wagner, Professor of Global and Imperial History, Queen Mary University of London

‘A hero is an ordinary individual who finds the strength to persevere and endure in spite of overwhelming obstacles.’

Christopher Reeve, actor, famous for playing Superman.
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Preface



The Middleton, Moston and Blackley Guardian in north Manchester reported back on a tiny patch of the world and the people within it. The office was a small, single-storey building on a side street in Middleton town centre. Rattling typewriters made the tables shake. Telephone directories and bound copies of the paper were piled high on the floor. A row of dented green metal filing cabinets ran along one wall containing press cuttings and photographs. Translucent panels were set into the roof, so we at least had an idea of the time of day. Most of the staff had a pen in one hand and a cigarette in the other, hence the windowless office (we never called it a ‘newsroom’) was constantly swathed in smoke.

I was lucky to have entered local journalism when it was still a relatively buoyant industry. The paper was thick each week with adverts from estate agents, car dealers, supermarkets and furniture shops. The editor used to say, ‘They pay our wages, laddie’ – a perfectly acceptable way of speaking to young people in the 1980s. A decade or so later these businesses would defect to the internet, where news was available instantly and without a charge. Before this coup de grâce, we had been well-staffed and even had an unofficial rest day every Thursday when the paper was ‘put to bed’ (that is, printed). While the editor was out overseeing this, we spent our time drinking tea and chatting. Or ‘working up stories’, as it was also known.

The only mandatory task on Thursdays was to ensure that material in ‘the tray’ was typed up ready for the next edition. ‘The tray’ – a wire basket atop a pile of copy paper – was a receptacle for dispatches handed in by readers. These were pieces of paper torn from notepads, sometimes infused with the smell of chip fat and featuring a replica of the Olympic Games symbol stamped in brown rings from the bottom of tea and coffee mugs. They were mostly readers’ letters; notices of births, marriages and deaths; church meetings; amateur football match reports and bulletins from old folks’ clubs, as they were then known: Hollin Golden Threads, Langley Autumn Club, etc. Over the course of the day, we each took turns at working through the contents of this tray. They had no real editorial worth but served a mutual obligation of a local newspaper. They also helped to sell copies.

One Thursday in May 1985, Tony, a senior reporter – middle-aged, unusually tall and with a perpetual cough – was reading The Times. He had spread it out across the desk, rising from his chair sporadically to flick ash from a ciggie (his term) into a dish positioned at the paper’s edge. Tall Tony was always keen to snag us into discussions about national or international issues ‘There’s more to life than a councillor pointing at bloody potholes in the road,’ he’d say. This particular day, The Times was running stories marking the 40th anniversary of the surrender of Nazi Germany to the Allies and the ending of World War Two. A G7 Economic Summit had been held in Bonn, West Germany, after which President Ronald Reagan and Chancellor Helmut Kohl had called at the site of the former Belsen concentration camp. A few weeks earlier, Chancellor Kohl had visited the site to mark the 40th year of its liberation, which predated the end of the war by three weeks. In a speech delivered at the time, he had accepted Germany’s ‘historical responsibility for the crimes of the Nazi tyranny’, adding, ‘This is reflected not least in never-ending shame. We shall not let anything to do with this be falsified or made light of.’

Unknown to Tony, or any of us reporters, details of a remarkable link to this global story lay a few yards from where we were sitting. A large manila envelope sat in the tray with ‘Mr Kenny’ written on the front in black marker pen. I opened it. A typed article of several pages’ length was inside, held firm by a Bulldog clip. At the top, in the considered, florid longhand of what I presumed to be an older person, it read in capitals: ‘THE ENTRY OF THE FIRST BRITISH SOLDIER INTO BELSEN’. The opening paragraph cited the speech made by Chancellor Kohl, quoting him verbatim: ‘The first British soldier to enter the Belsen Concentration Camp will never forget what he saw and the feeling of horror he had and the horror of man’s inhumanity to man.’ I quickly realised that, although relayed in the third person, the article in the envelope was written by the very soldier to whom Kohl had referred. The piece continued: ‘This British soldier was a corporal dispatch rider of the 35th Coy RASC [Royal Army Service Corps] attached to the spearhead advance of the Eighth Army. His name, Herbert Kenny.’ Thereafter, in curt, workaday prose over 13 pages, Herbert recounted the journey to Belsen and his arrival at the site where he ‘debarred the gate that closed the road to intruders and rode into the camp.’ He wrote of the mass open graves and ‘people walking around with a glazed look in their eyes, so terribly thin they looked like skeletons’.

I fixed the pages back under the clip and walked through to the area at the front of the building. Mavis was sitting at the front desk – ‘reception’ would be too grand a description. I asked who had left the envelope. She said it was ‘an oldish fella, in his sixties’ and that he’d ‘scuttled off as quickly as he’d come in’. Herbert’s phone number and address were written on the back of the envelope. I rang him and we arranged to meet the next day. Our phone conversation was matter-of-fact; I might have been arranging an interview with a Golden Wedding couple or a worker presented with a carriage clock after 30 years at the same factory.

Herbert lived alone in a neat council maisonette. The remembered detail of his experience at Belsen was acute; the story ‘wrote itself’. I presumed it would be front-page news in the next edition. I was wrong. The editor liked to scheme the paper early to avoid what was viewed as unnecessary stress close to publication day; he was in his late fifties and could spy retirement. Accordingly, the prominence and positioning of stories bore scant correlation to their newsworthiness. My piece ran with the headline, ‘The Man Who Found Belsen’ with the subheading: ‘Horror That Still Lingers After 40 Years’. The article was ‘buried’ within the paper; it was a page-lead but placed close to the middle, serving as an unexpected and jarring prelude to the classified section comprising smudgy black and white photographs of houses, cars, caravans, newly-weds and missing dogs.

Back then, national newspapers and agencies combed local papers for stories to lift; the sugared term for this practice was ‘cross-fertilisation’. The muted placement of Herbert’s story may have served as camouflage, or the subject matter might have been viewed as distressing. Whatever the reason, my report was not picked up by other media outlets. The story has tapped me on the shoulder ever since. Across several house moves, I lost the cutting of the article, so it has felt as gauzy as a fading dream. Did it happen? Did I really spend an hour or two with the man who found Belsen? I was compelled to check. The office of the Middleton Guardian has long closed, the building now occupied by an estate agency. When I asked a journalist pal about those previously treasured bound copies of the paper, I was told they had been ‘chucked in a skip, probably’. And the photographs and cuttings that formed a faithful chronicle of the town and its people? ‘I think they’ve gone as well.’

Eventually I found the relevant issue in the British Library, the pages dust-dry and turned from white to ochre. Herbert was pictured on page 13 of the edition of Friday 10 May 1985, smart and proud in his army uniform, coat collar turned up. I smiled as I recalled him pulling the photograph from a drawer, joking that he was a ‘quite a handsome chap back then’. After the library visit, I did an internet search to see if, between then and now, he had been acknowledged for the key part he played in the relief of Belsen. The most definitive website, The Liberators of Belsen, had a roll call of those involved. High-ranking army officers, chaplains, medics, journalists and photographers were mentioned as being among the first into the camp, followed by a lengthy list of the others. In total, 1,241 soldiers and ancillary staff were named. Herbert Kenny was not among them.

Until 1985 Herbert had remained silent about his experience at Belsen. The 40th anniversary of VE Day had clearly acted as a jemmy on the slab stone of memory, and he was finally ready to set free those seared images of death, cruelty and suffering. Neither his family, the army or the medical profession had any awareness of his post-war, post-Belsen mental torment. There had been no succour, no counselling, no regimental reunions. The ‘cures’ he sought had been of his own devising – long walks, hard graft, regular exercise, even moving to another country. He had kept his secret of self for 40 years. He had been alone, always.

Herbert’s formal education had been meagre, the same as most from poor backgrounds in the 1920s, when class sizes were large and teaching was done by rote (‘chalk and talk’), limited primarily to The Three Rs of reading, writing and arithmetic. Despite this, he was a seeker of knowledge and had trusted that the process of setting down a memoir – he later expanded the initial piece with pages of handwritten notes – would act as time had done: moving him further away from those repugnant memories. After finishing the original article, I imagine him dithering, pacing his flat, putting the kettle on, staring from the window: what should I do with it now? The Middleton Guardian was the nearest and most obvious outlet.

The material within that manila envelope had not been a ‘pitch’ designed to self-aggrandise or attract the media; Herbert knew nothing of that world. He had bashed it out, a man in the later years of life (he was 72 in 1985) jabbing an ‘I was here’ flag into the ground and recognising the singularity of his life experience. The Holocaust, at the time, appeared to be fading to black and had become, outside of academia, socially and culturally verboten, cauterised from collective memory as if people, by engaging with it, were afraid of becoming mired in the horridness, or somehow complicit. Later, films such as Schindler’s List (1993) and Life is Beautiful (1997) would bring it back before the public, succeeded by a glut of books, documentaries and dramas. These had the effect of reducing the sense of proscription and morbidity, the impact on the individual seemingly diminished by belonging to a community of viewers, listeners and readers. Herbert could not have anticipated this, and must have felt a strong obligation to share his warning from history.

I have written thousands of stories in the course of my career, in newspapers and books. This one has stuck fast. I am its custodian. When we met on that overcast day in May 1985, it was as if I had made a pact: I would finish the job he had started when making those notes. I am from the same stock as Herbert Kenny – working-class, from north Manchester, of Irish origin on my mother’s side. I know these people well. They are streetwise and have learned ‘this, that and the other’ in pubs and working men’s clubs, on building sites, factory floors and lorry depots. Typically, they have each been conditioned – by family, workmates, teachers, friends – to accede or conceal their feelings, talent, ambition and, even, their life stories. Otherwise, they know what’s coming: who do you think you are? Herbert was familiar with this diktat and very much the same as everyone else – an Ordinary Joe, a John Smith, a Tommy, a member of the hoi polloi that formed the substantial majority of the British Army, any of whom might have found themselves at the gates of Belsen on that day. Herbert, in revealing his story, had to renounce this ingrained reticence, diffidence and modesty: it did not come easy. He died in May 2001, aged 88. But who was he? How did he arrive at Belsen? What did he see and how did he feel? How did he cope afterwards, this ordinary man placed in an extraordinary, life-changing situation? How many other Herbert Kennys walk among us?

Until I contacted them, the Kenny family had not contemplated the notion of ‘legacy’, either for themselves or Herbert. His papers – that original article and the notes – appeared to have been passed among them indiscriminately; I suspected they had hardly been read. Those who agreed to be interviewed were unfamiliar with the process and spoke prosaically: he was a ‘nice man’, he ‘didn’t give much away’. Did they ask him about the war, about Belsen? ‘Not really’. Their sort (regular, decent, down to earth) doesn’t reflect or acclaim, they get on with it; the footprint of their lives is quickly washed away. Still, I expected them to assist in this commemoration of Herbert: why not? A handful were enthusiastic; others were unresponsive or guarded. I found myself reiterating the importance of Herbert’s role in this major piece of world history, the necessity that he become known and be remembered.

His surviving daughters, June and Freda, both in their mid-eighties (two others, Edith and Linda, have died), declined to be interviewed or meet me, despite many requests. On an assignment of this scale, it was vital, naturally, that I sought clarification of their standpoint. I pondered whether they no longer wished to be associated with the Holocaust, that it had smeared their lives enough – Herbert made subsequent visits to the Middleton Guardian after I had left the paper, and the story was revisited on prominent VE Day anniversaries. Another more serious concern was whether they knew or suspected Herbert’s story might be untrue or that he had exaggerated the role he had played. He might have been in the vicinity of the camp, for example, but not the first to enter. A family member acting as an interlocutor confirmed that the information I had was understood to be accurate; I received no word back on the sensitivity or otherwise of the Holocaust as a subject matter.

Eventually, I learned of a possible explanation, which I reveal later within these pages. I doubt most will consider it compelling enough for non-cooperation, but within families and friendship circles we each have our own sensibilities and sensitivities. While June posts frequently and warmly on social media about her father, she would clearly rather not play any part in my wider framing of his story, though she sent me a gracious letter where she answered a few of my questions – Freda did the same via her daughter, Chris. The rebuff from the sisters was unexpected, but I have to respect their feelings. Herbert was, to them, first and foremost, a father, and it is their choice how they wish to curate his memory. Thankfully, others provided invaluable artefacts, photographs and information, agreeing to lengthy interviews. On my part, after meeting Herbert and in view of his regular pursuit of publicity for his story, I feel he would have approved.

The sentence was characteristically phlegmatic: ‘I debarred the gate that closed the road to intruders and rode into the camp, the first British soldier to do so.’ Herbert’s wartime memories are written in the type of notebook that is often left around the house to scribble down shopping lists or reminders of upcoming birthdays. The Big Value Jotter has a scarlet front cover and the familiar ‘S’ of the Silvine branding. A Spar price sticker is still on the back: 19p. Since he wrote the notes, this period of history – World War Two, the Holocaust – has been atomised and scrutinised. Whole libraries are given over to its study. A focus of such intensity has sought absolutes from tumult: who did what and when and why? Consequently, descendants of soldiers, along with historians and authors, have made various claims as to the identity of the first Allied soldier to enter Belsen, none of them categorically verifiable.

The liberation occurred when swathes of northern mainland Europe were in pandemonium. The Allies were advancing on a multitude of fronts and the Wehrmacht (the regular German army) was in retreat, with clusters of soldiers in mutiny. According to one historian, Lower Saxony, where Belsen was based, had become ‘akin to the Wild West’. The few Allied officers forewarned of Belsen’s existence at short notice had expected to find a conventional prisoner-of-war camp on a scale considerably smaller than the one they encountered. In the circumstances – and also accounting for the soldiers’ state of disorientation on making such an abhorrent discovery – no one had the time or inclination to record the roles undertaken by specific personnel, much less pose for photographs.

When I interviewed Herbert I had been a reporter for four years and had covered a wealth of stories. The paper’s circulation area bordered Manchester city centre and included several ‘newsy’ districts. I had sat in on court cases and inquests. I had visited crime and accident scenes. I had written features on felons, magicians, boxers, naturists, traffic wardens, octogenarian swimmers, actors, musicians and drug addicts: all manner of life. I had learned to discern. I could quickly evaluate the strength or otherwise of stories. I could read people, spot their agenda. I had been trained to probe them – gently, politely, firmly – for information. In short, irrespective of my relative youth, I judged myself to be what older reporters called ‘hard-nosed’.

In spite of the public perception, very few people lie to journalists, especially those working for local newspapers. Even so, on a story of such substance, as I sat with Herbert I did a mental check of obvious signs of duplicity. His speech pattern and tone of voice were consistent. He kept eye contact but not excessively so. He didn’t fidget. He didn’t bring his hands to his mouth. The detail was sharp, the memories sure. I left without a trace of suspicion that he might have fabricated the story. I recall distinctly – because I pressed him – that he didn’t say he was among the first soldiers or one of the first to enter Belsen. He said he was the first. On taking possession of his notes, I checked for inaccuracies and discrepancies. The dates and the places tallied; this would have been extremely difficult to falsify in a pre-internet age. I consulted army records of 35 Coy RASC and they affirmed the locations of Herbert’s unit, including that it had been at Belsen in mid-April 1945.

Herbert’s notes are included here almost verbatim, with a little tidying up or excising to avoid repetition. They are interspersed among the pages and, where helpful, I have provided an explanation or broader context. I have mirrored Herbert’s use of the word ‘Belsen’ to denote the camp. Over recent years it has been referred to increasingly as Bergen-Belsen to differentiate it from both the city in Norway (Bergen) and the town close to where the camp was based (Belsen); it feels an unnecessary convolution. The notes reveal the man. Until his arrival at the camp, they are candid and earnest and restrained, but the sentences shudder as he attempts to relate the abomination before him; most words fail, of course, in such a crucible of extremity. He reacts as most of us would in that same situation. He is bewildered, his innate decency and fairmindedness affronted and exhausted; he rages. At such times it is striking that he writes in the third person, as if putting a barrier between himself and all he sees, hears and smells.

I have incorporated a few anecdotes drawn from dimly remembered vignettes passed on by Herbert to either myself when we met, or others: we chatted for a good while after the end of the formal interview. Down the years, he did sometimes speak of the war, if not Belsen itself. I have occasionally used poetic licence to better walk in his shoes, to imagine how he might have felt or what was said at a given time, or better describe a scene or situation. Where there felt to be omissions or vagueness in Herbert’s recollections, I have formed a composite, drawing on episodes or insights of family, friends, workmates or, in the case of his army life, soldiers who underwent similar experiences; nothing of import has been concocted.

I am now, obviously, much older than when I sat down with Herbert at a table in his maisonette, and of an age where I am better able to tell such an important story. In truth, it has been a challenge to render a man as anonymous as Herbert Kenny, where source material has been limited. As someone new to this field of history I was impressed by the level of expertise and forensic nature of much of the existing general research. I have tried to match this assiduity but without ever losing sight of Herbert, this Everyman who could easily have been a member of our own family, one of us. The task has been overwhelming at times. I have figuratively visited Belsen most days for almost a whole year. This is naught to that endured by Herbert, his fellow liberators and, most pointedly, those poor souls interned in the camp. In the end, through the thicket of time, I believe I have found Herbert: he passes through these pages.

By virtue of being born in 1912, Herbert’s life was heavily bruised by two world wars. His father died in the first, when Herbert was six years old, and in the second he endured the hostilities of combat compounded by the psychological impact of Belsen. Phrases such as ‘Lest we forget’ and indexes of the dead on war memorials have become the wallpaper of our lives. The youngest soldiers to enter Belsen were 21, or thereabouts. If still alive, they will now be approaching their 100th birthdays. In a few years they will all have died. We may pay heed when we see poppies affixed to lapels in November close to Remembrance Sunday, but otherwise we do forget; we’re too busy living. Those of us born after 1945 have had great fortune. Our corner of the world has remained in relative peace. We have not been persecuted for our race or religion. Bombs have not fallen from the sky. None of us has been forced to join the Armed Forces. Herbert and his kind didn’t proselytise or seek gratitude. ‘Lest we forget’ is an entreaty for us not to make the same mistakes again. The freedom for which they fought came without caveats and included the freedom to forget, to move on. Christina Rossetti expressed this gift in her poem, ‘Song’:


When I am dead, my dearest,

Sing no sad songs for me;

Plant thou no roses at my head,

Nor shady cypress tree:

Be the green grass above me

With showers and dewdrops wet:

And if thou wilt, remember,

And if thou wilt, forget.



I have carried this story for many years, as Herbert did. I have written it because I owe it to him and others, the unknown and unsung, who, across many areas of life, have been burdened indiscriminately by great adversity and grief. They do really walk among us. And they inspire us with their grace, humility and strength. While this is a tale of systematic malevolence, it is also about the resilience of the human spirit and a celebration of hope: there is more good than bad in the world, however it may sometimes seem.

Mark Hodkinson
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